Online comments for language learning: a pilot study  by Juhary, Jowati
 Procedia Technology  1 ( 2012 )  297 – 302 
2212-0173 © 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd.
doi: 10.1016/j.protcy.2012.02.063 
INSODE 2011 
Online comments for language learning: a pilot study 
Jowati Juhary a * 
aCentre for Liberal and Language Studies, National Defence University of Malaysia Sungai Besi Camp, Kuala Lumpur 57000, Malaysia 
 
Abstract 
Some educators are afraid to explore online teaching and learning tools because of the fear that they are unable to control the 
tools. Or some are even unsure because they lack the knowledge for technical complexities. However, in the advent of many 
authoring and programming software, the educators only need creativity to produce innovative online teaching and learning 
activities. This paper aims at investigating the challenges and advantages of using YouTube for an English language course. 
Students’ responses were gathered after using YouTube for three months, and these data form the basis for analysis and 
discussion in this paper. It is found that students enjoy new experiences with online tools for various reasons. This paper argues 
that although the educators are not familiar with new technologies, the only thing that stops them from giving the students an 
online learning experience is the educators themselves; the students are ready to respond.   
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
Education today is about giving students as many learning options as possible in order for them to achieve their 
potential. These options could come in the form of learning facilities or resources. For a young university such as 
the National Defence University of Malaysia (NDUM), providing these critical assets for facilitating students’ 
learning has become priority number one. To leapfrog the process, there are actually many strategies that can be 
employed by academics to ensure that students are given equal opportunities similar to students at other established 
universities in Malaysia. One of these strategies is to utilise Web 2.0 tools for teaching and learning. 
Web 2.0 tools have changed the landscape of education. The central theme in Web 2.0 tools is the ability of users 
to have control over their data and to have interaction with the data. Amongst the popular tools used in education are 
Wikis, blogs, podcasts and YouTube. This paper will focus on only YouTube. YouTube was developed by three 
former employees of PayPal, who initially wanted to upload and share videos with the world. Two main features of 
YouTube include playback and uploading of videos. For educational purpose, this paper will highlight the 
importance of the comment feature of YouTube, which was used by the author in her classrooms. 
1.1. Objective 
This paper aims at investigating the challenges and advantages of using YouTube for an English language course.  
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1.2. Methodology 
This paper uses one English language course offered at the NDUM, English for Oral Communication, as the 
basis for research and discussion. Only one class of students was involved in this research. It needs to be stressed 
that students were informed that their speaking assessments would be videotaped and uploaded to YouTube. Oral 
consent was obtained from all students. 
The methodology of this paper was divided into two stages. Firstly, the author videotaped three speaking 
assessments of the students, and then uploaded the files to YouTube. Next, students were required to watch their 
presentations as well as their friends’. The instructions given to them were: 
x The first speaking assessment – watch their own presentation and rate the presentation on a scale of 1 – 10. 
x The second speaking assessment – watch their friends’ presentation (each student is assigned one friend) and rate 
the friends’ presentation on a scale of 1 – 10.  
x The third speaking assessment – watch their own and the friends’ presentation, and compare and contrast the 
strengths and weaknesses of the presentations. 
Secondly, after writing comments for all presentations on YouTube, all 21 students were given three questions to 
answer. The three questions were (a) what were different about writing comments online; (b) how have you 
benefitted from writing online; and (c) how do you want these online activities to be improved. After they answered 
the questions anonymously, open discussions were held in the classroom about their experiences of using YouTube 
for language learning. The students’ answers were afterwards categorised based on specific themes. 
1.3. Structure 
This short paper is divided into five main sections, including this first section. The second section examines the 
NDUM especially its motivation. The third section relates the needs of the students for tertiary education and the 
advantages of using new technologies in the process of teaching and learning. The following section discusses and 
analyses the data gathered from students’ responses about writing their comments on YouTube. The last section 
closes this paper with some suggestions about improving the use of more Web 2.0 tools at the NDUM.  
2. The University 
Being the youngest public university in Malaysia, the defence university has a massive responsibility to follow 
the excellent examples of academic and training programmes at other more established institutions. The NDUM 
runs academic and military programmes concurrently. As such the students must be very tough and be prepared to 
face the tasks of achieving academic excellence and military competence within three or four years of studies. The 
university aspires to produce ‘leaders of characters’ for the Malaysian Armed Forces (MAF). By emphasising the 
making of future leaders, the university is very committed to train leaders who are not only going to be intellectually 
established, but also are mentally and physically prepared to face challenges of the 21st century.  
The NDUM awards undergraduate degrees to its graduates. Until the last graduation in October 2010, about 
2,000 graduates, including graduates of the Military Academy of Malaysia-Universiti Teknologi Malaysia 
programmes, were conferred their degrees. The main motivation for the university is to produce more educated 
officers for all three military branches in the MAF. Even if Malaysia does not envisage playing an independent role 
in policing the region or becoming a major global player in security matters, preparing military personnel with the 
required skills and knowledge is critical.  This is because even the relatively modest domestic and border concerns 
expressed by Malaysian defence strategy [1] require a modern and competent military.  
The question that needs to be solved by the NDUM is what is the most suitable teaching and learning deliveries 
for military cadets that could further develop their critical thinking and problem solving skills. The next section 
looks into some possibilities for answering this question.   
3. Learning with Technologies 
As this paper focuses on YouTube, the advantages and criticisms of the tool will be discussed first in this section. 
YouTube is fast becoming a popular “pedagogic resource for everything from newsworthy events from around the 
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world to ‘slice-of-life’ videos used to teach students within an ESL (English as a Second Language) course” [2]. In 
essence, there are four guidelines [3] when educators want to employ any media to improve learning as listed below: 
x be aligned with expected learning or performance outcome; 
x reduce cognitive load; 
x exclude superficial text or graphics; 
x be appropriate for the target learner’s learning literacy 
What these guidelines are suggesting is the suitability of contents to be delivered based on students’ capability 
and the target learning outcomes of the course. Nonetheless, one main criticism of using YouTube for classroom 
teaching and learning is the monitoring of the comments posted by students [4]. The students must be informed of 
how to write constructive comments so that their comments can improve others. Monitoring can be very taxing and 
tiring for the instructors but without this, the pedagogical impact will be lost.  
Students at tertiary education all over the world are learning with information technologies at one stage or the 
other. Regardless of the reasons for learning with new technologies, today is the age of Web 2.0 where everything is 
so much advanced in terms of applications and structures. Wikis, blogging and podcasting are amongst the latest 
addition to new technologies that could be manipulated for students to learn faster [5]. The potential of new 
technologies at tertiary education can be demonstrated by looking at a case in India where small children are 
‘hooked’ into exploring computers independently. Mitra and Rana [6] studied how semi-literate slum children in 
India could learn using computers and do so in the absence of any formal instruction. They called this ‘minimally 
invasive education.’  They placed computers into various facilities in urban and rural India and allowed school-aged 
children free access to these. It was found that the children could teach themselves many tasks, even though the 
language of the computers were English and their own language was not.  
This study supported Papert’s idea that students were able to do things with computers even without instruction. 
Papert was perhaps the most prominent researcher to explore the potential that computers had for providing a 
creative learning medium for students. He did this through the programme LOGO, which was specifically designed 
for the teaching and learning of mathematics. Papert [7] suggested that if students wanted to learn and if they had 
the opportunity to do so, they would learn even if the quality of teaching was poor. For him, this potential could be 
realised through the potential of the computer. In this instance, the children in India had become the centre of 
learning rather than teachers and it was the children who discovered what else to learn. No special content was 
imposed on the Indian children from outside.  
As discussed and examined above, if children are able to appreciate new technologies, students at tertiary level 
would even be more receptive because of their more matured age and level of exposure. Students at higher learning 
institutions nowadays are not only equipped with personal computers or laptops, but also mobile phones and mp3 
players. The learning environment then must take into consideration the invasion of new gadgets into the students’ 
life and incorporate them into the environment. Bates and Poole [8] found chemistry between technology and 
teaching in higher education, and how these two aspects could produce an effective learning environment.  
In concluding this section it is worth asking what impact does military learning environment have on the use of 
digital technologies in classrooms. The answer to this question lies not in the technologies but in the tougher and 
more restrictive environment that military institutions represent. Defence universities and military academies are 
hardly popular educational institutes and tend to attract students who are not only mentally and academically strong, 
but also physically and emotionally tougher than the average person [9].  Moreover, joining a defence university 
assumes automatically surrendering a great deal of personal freedom and living within the strict confines of a 
military campus. This suggests that new technologies could prove to be quite liberating: the same technologies used 
to train cadets have multi-purpose capacities. A cadet may use a laptop for academic and entertainment purposes, 
thus avoiding the necessity to seek special permission to leave the campus.  
4. Findings and Discussion 
Before presenting the findings of this paper and discussing arising issues, it is important to give some 
information about the academic course and the manner in which the data was collected. English for Oral 
Communication is a compulsory university course that must be taken and passed. It is one of the four compulsory 
language courses offered at the NDUM. The course is offered every semester for different groups of students. At the 
NDUM, one semester runs for 14 weeks that can cover about 12 chapters or topics. The course has three contact 
hours per week. Since this is an oral communication course, 70 percent of the teaching and learning process is 
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allocated for students’ assessments of various speech types and writing of speech outlines. Moreover, students are 
assessed individually for every task. The breakdown of students’ assessment is presented in Table 1. 
 
Table 1.  The Assessments for English for Oral Communication 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
YouTube was used during semester I, academic year 2010/2011, which started from July to November 2010. The 
advantage of uploading the presentations to YouTube is that although everybody had witnessed all presentations, 
students have a tendency to forget the mistakes pointed to them. Also, the students are more prepared to perform 
because they know their presentations will be watched by other types of audiences outside the campus.  
Figure 1 shows a snapshot of the first assessment, and Figure 2 shows the student’s own comments about his 
presentation. The process of uploading all files was not difficult. The only challenging task was to monitor the 
students’ comments and to ensure that all 21 students participated. This is an extra task on the author for she had to 
spend on an average of two hours daily to filter comments made by the students. 
 
 
 
Fig. 1. The first assessment                                                           Fig. 2. The comments by the student 
 
The findings from students’ responses are shown in Table 2. The table only presents critical answers given by 
students. On the whole, the students were excited about commenting online. During open discussions in the 
classroom about their experiences, a few students commented that throughout their two years at the university, they 
have never been involved in online learning activities. They reported that there were simply no opportunities offered 
by any courses for them to engage in online activities. This surprises the author since the university could have 
‘forced’ the faculty to at least expose the students to new technologies. It is argued then that perhaps students did not 
perform well academically simply because they are of a different generation, and thus they learn differently. These 
second year students are, as what Oblinger and Oblinger [10] called, the Net Generation: those who were born after 
1980, or also affectionately known as the Digital Natives in Prensky’s [11] term.  
 
Table 2.  The Findings of Three Questions 
Assessment Percentage Week 
Outline of Speech 1 10 Week 3 
Speech 1 10 Weeks 4 and 5 
Outline of Speech 2 10 Week 8 
Speech 2 10 Weeks 9 and 10 
Military Briefing 10 Week 11 
Presentation with Visual Aids 
Final Examination 
Total Percentage 
20 
30 
100 
Weeks 13 and 14 
Weeks 15/16/17 
One Semester 
Questions Selected Answers 
Differences of Giving Comments Online 1. More relax environment 
2. Interesting environment 
3. Any time any where learning 
4. Delayed responses for evaluation 
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It is remarkable that students are very responsive to the use of YouTube. When 15 students commented that there 
was ‘no language barriers,’ the author assumed that they were referring to their difficulty to converse in English in a 
face-to-face environment. But based on the comments posted, they were all using English; they were just less 
careful about the grammar and structures of the language. In actual fact, students were referring to the delayed 
responses that they could afford to have during composing comments; this suggests that they can think for a little bit 
longer. Furthermore, when the author asked the students during open discussions about the meaning of ‘interesting 
environment,’ many answered that they were bored with the normal chalk-and-talk method. When provoked that 
they should have voiced their thoughts about the old teaching and learning method, they responded that they do not 
know how to, and who to voice their concerns to. They mainly go with the flow and dare not disrupt the comfort 
zone of most lecturers. For them, ‘interesting’ is just a word to describe that their educators should be using other 
approaches to teaching. These data suggest that students are expecting the lecturers to vary their teaching strategies. 
Further, the comments in YouTube also contained some exciting and valuable feedback on students’ perceptions 
about online activities prepared for them. This paper would like to highlight two of the main responses from 
students. Firstly, having intellectual dialogues out of the classroom made the students felt so much better because 
they did not feel the pressure from fellow classmates and the instructor. One student remarked that “I’m not a cadet 
now; I’m just a person sharing some ideas with friends.” This is a very serious observation made by the student. It 
appears that, for some inexplicable reason, students at the NDUM still find it awkward to view themselves as 
military cadets. Secondly, students are willing to spend more time interacting online. All the minutes spent 
commenting online has given the students the opportunity to be more insightful of themselves and others. Contrary 
to many perceptions that military cadets lack time to study and do their assignments [12], it appears that students 
perceive online interaction as a diversion from the regimented routine activities. This suggests that students are in 
need of diversity in their learning activities. The author views this as a ‘cry for help;’ the lecturers at the NDUM 
must be made aware that the students find their learning process a dry and dull one. 
Along with the thoughts above, some students like the idea of being in charge; this is when they have the 
authority to also contribute in peer review. The assessment of other members in the class gave students the chance to 
reflect on improving their own speech. One remark by a student highlighted an issue of learning from other people’s 
mistakes. Other people’s mistakes are easy to detect; but the most difficult part is not to commit the same mistakes 
in the future. Another student commented that by eliminating the human factor while commenting online, he is more 
able to express his thoughts because he is not distracted by physical presence of other people.  
The data, albeit small in scale, are an eye opener to the author. During the preparation of the lesson plans for the 
course, the author had included the use of multimedia CD-ROM and snapshots of speech from leaders all over the 
world. The author had shown both of these to the students in Weeks 3 and 4. It appears that students are expecting 
more. They want to do their own commentary online because they could review the videos many times.  
5. Conclusion 
The findings have raised two fundamental issues. For one, the students are in need of various learning options in 
order to engage them in their learning process. The most important lesson learnt is that educators should always 
think of how best to provide a rich and engaging lesson. This paper argues that online activities could be a viable 
learning option especially using free online tools. As demonstrated in this paper, YouTube could deepen students’ 
learning experiences. In fact, academics do not need to know any programming or authoring languages.  
Based on the findings in the previous section, there are three suggestions for educators at the NDUM: 
5. Review friends’ speech many times 
 
How Students Have Benefitted 1. Become more open for discussion 
2. Independent answers 
3. No language barriers 
4. Longer time to reflect for an answer  
5. Power to give marks – have to think carefully 
 
Improvement for Online Activities 1. More activities online – interactive activities 
such as chatting 
2. More notes followed by quizzes 
3. Longer hours for writing comments 
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x Students are expecting something new every day when they enter a classroom. Thus, educators have to be 
creative and innovative in designing their activities. These activities do not have to be complex; the main 
consideration is they suit the learning objectives and outcomes of the course. 
x Educators can integrate face-to-face activities with online resources. YouTube, as exemplified in this paper, is a 
start and it can be used for various activities especially for listening and speaking. The main aspect to remember 
is the activities prepared must be engaging and students would want to participate willingly. 
x The use of existing Web 2.0 tools can be optimised to the fullest. With careful planning, online activities can 
contribute to a better understanding of lessons learnt in classrooms. At the same time, online materials allow 
students to focus on their own learning, rather than looking at how other students learn. It is about the students 
taking the autonomy and making the decision where and when to do extra work. 
The author also has some personal reflection of her own. Firstly, it is critical to examine every possible approach 
and medium while planning for teaching and learning activities. The potential of online materials is high, and thus 
for every course taught at the NDUM, at least 10 percent should be allocated for online medium. Secondly, because 
the university has purchased a Learning Management System, the author opines that there is no better time than now 
to start collecting suitable materials and developing relevant content. Thirdly, no matter how hard the resistance is at 
the university about the use of online activities for students’ learning, the bottom line is educators have to go the 
extra miles in providing the diversity in learning activities. After all, the variety in types, media and forms of 
learning materials would allow the educators and students to choose the best for their circumstances. 
The paper has also raised many unanswered issues; this goes to show that research is a dynamic activity, and it 
signals that educators at the NDUM must take the challenges to improve the learning process. As this paper has 
demonstrated, it does not have to be on a large scale research; small observations could lead to findings that later on 
can become the drive for positive change. Further, there is never a simple or single solution to any of the issues 
because it depends on the needs of all relevant parties. Given this, the NDUM has some basis to push for a more 
conducive learning environment for the students. The making of leaders of characters does involve aspects of the 
self: discipline, belief and esteem. The cadets do not ask for much; it is the education provider that needs to match 
what the students are used to in the world outside the campus. 
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